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CHAPTER 17
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UPPER PALAEOLITHIC
MORTUARY PRACTICES
IN EURASTIA

A critical look at the burial record

......................................................................................................

JULIEN RIEL-SALVATORE AND
CLAUDINE GRAVEL-MIGUEL

INTRODUCTION

Prehistoric burials excite the imagination of both lay and scholarly audiences. As culturally
structured capstone events in the lives of people in the past, they offer a tantalizing if
obstructed window into the psyche of our Palaeolithic forebears, and they resonate with
human life histories even today. While Middle Palaeolithic interments are known, it is often
said that burials only became a ubiquitous feature of human behaviour during the Upper
Palaeolithic, when they became more numerous, elaborate, and widely distributed. Here, we
present a detailed overview of the variability in Upper Palaeolithic burial among other mor-
tuary practices. We conclude that the mainstream view is oversimplistic because it presents
unusually lavish inhumations as the norm for the Upper Palaeolithic. We synthesize the
available evidence for Upper Palaeolithic burial practices, and highlight tentative regional
patterns of dis/continuity in mortuary practices.

Such a review is timely: recent discoveries have considerably expanded the corpus of
known Upper Palaeolithic burials, which has broadened the range of behaviours associ-
ated with the disposal of the dead at that time. This new information articulates with a
large body of evidence of uneven quality in their reporting accumulated over more than
a century. Incorporating this new evidence helps provide an up-to-date register of
known Upper Palaeolithic burials and permits a shift away from the interpretive weight
given to poorly documented finds. Doing so also helps determine how well these new
data agree with the trends in Upper Palaeolithic mortuary practices highlighted in ear-
lier studies.

0001823556.INDD 303 @ 12/17/2012 2:24:37 PM



|OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF - FIRST F@)OF, 12/17/2012, SPi

304 HUMAN EXPERIENCE ACROSS CULTURAL CONTEXTS

We begin by presenting a short overview of previous research on Upper Palaeolithic buri-
als, and follow this with a detailed review of the available evidence to highlight trends in the
record. We close with a discussion of the broader implications of our findings for the study of
Upper Palaeolithic interments as a whole.

REVIEW OF PREVIOUS RESEARCH

Discussions of Upper Palaeolithic (UP) interments have often looked at them mainly in con-
trast with Middle Palaeolithic ones (e.g. Binford 1968, Harrold 1980, Riel-Salvatore and Clark
2001, Zilhao 2005). This means that Upper Palaeolithic mortuary behaviour has rarely been
considered on its own, if we exclude general reviews that have described burials without
really putting them in context (e.g. May 1986, Binant 1991). The few studies that have looked
only at Upper Palaeolithic burials have tended to focus on patterns at a regional level (Palma
di Cesnola 1993, 2006, Giacobini 2006b, 2007, Trinkaus and Svoboda 2006). This body of
research nonetheless provides a number of test hypotheses that can be evaluated using a
database that comprises several newly reported Upper Palaeolithic burials.

Harrold (1980) observed that, in the UP, males were more frequently buried than females,
but that there was little difference in how they were buried. He documented a wide range of
body positions and of burial goods, as well as the fact that multiple burials appear to have
been relatively common (cf. Formicola 2007). These trends are also visible in the Italian
Gravettian (Mussi 1986), though, in this region, women and children were more frequently
interred during the later phases of the Epigravettian, when burial goods in general also
became scarcer and less elaborate. The Italian data underscore that UP burials were highly
clustered in time and space, being constrained to narrow time spans (e.g. the Gravettian)
and regions (e.g. Liguria). The patchiness of the UP funerary record is also supported by the
Central European evidence, which is largely restricted to the Pavlovian, a local variant of the
Gravettian (Trinkaus and Svoboda 2006).

Building on this recognition, however, Giacobini (2007: 19—20) recently remarked that
while ‘the observed variability of burial forms during the Upper Paleolithic remains very
great, and each case reveals its own particular characteristics...to bury a deceased individ-
ual at that time still represented an exceptional event, and was probably limited to those who
held a special position within their group’ and that the specific features and history of indi-
vidual interments mean that ‘each burial appears unique and tells a different story’ This per-
spective rightly emphasizes that there are fewer than five preserved UP burials per
millennium in Eurasia. It also recognizes that the rarity of burials is likely to reflect at least in
part some socially meaningful decisions by UP foragers.

A more burial-specific perspective also underpins much recent work on UP burials, which
focuses on individual burials and/or sites (e.g. Pettitt et al. 2003; Formicola et al. 2004, 2005;
Oliva 2000; Svoboda 2008). That said, the fact that burials are clustered in space and time is
likely to reflect important dimensions of UP funerary behaviour (Giacobini 2006b, 2007).
This means that particularistic studies are problematic since it remains unclear whether the
burials they describe are representative of UP burials as a whole. For instance, the Sungir
burials give a very different image of what UP burial practices were like than do the ones
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from Baousso da Torre. This is evident in statements that ‘the Upper Paleolithic evidence
reveals differences that obviate the need for a comparison between the two [Middle and
Upper Paleolithic interments]’ (Gargett 1999: 30), or that ‘Upper Paleolithic burials were not
only deliberate, they were also accompanied by sophisticated material and culturally impor-
tant remains’ (Sayer 2009: 122).

In sum, earlier work on UP burials reveals some tensions between generalist and particu-
laristic approaches to interments. One of the principal unresolved debates centres on
whether generalized dimensions of UP culture and behaviour can legitimately be inferred
from their mortuary record, or whether burials are best considered as anecdotal evidence
about social norms among groups tightly bound in space and time. Our view is that there is
something to be gleaned from integrating the results of both scales of analysis, provided that
research questions are framed properly.

SAMPLE SELECTION

As discussed above, sample selection in any study of Palaeolithic interments can condition
its ultimate outcome, so we explicitly indicate the criteria used to include burials in our
sample.

1. Coverage: Temporally, we limit ourselves to the interval 45-10,000 Bp, which is gener-
ally agreed to correspond to the Upper Palaeolithic sensu stricto. Geographically, we restrict
our coverage to Eurasia, excluding southeast and southwest Asia. The latter region has a well-
defined Upper Palaeolithic sequence, but the absence of Early Upper Palaeolithic (EUP)
interments there might skew the pattern, as might its rich record of Late Upper Palaeolithic
(LUP) interments, often associated with evidence of early food production (cf. Maher et al.
2011). These factors lead us to exclude the region for the purposes of this analysis.

2. Context: We only include burials that have yielded a fairly complete set of diagnostic
human remains in general anatomical connection suggestive of primary contexts in deposits
clearly associated with Upper Palaeolithic industries. This means that we disregard the
Aurignacian ‘pseudomorphs’ from Cueva Morin (Freeman and Gonzalez Echegaray 1970)
and the Final Pleistocene grave from Ushki 6 (Dikov 1968), since neither of these cases
has yielded undisputable skeletal evidence. This also means that we exclude isolated well-
preserved human remains and concentration of bones that could represent secondary buri-
als or fortuitous associations of human remains with elements often associated with burial.
This includes the remains from St-Césaire (Vandermeersch 1993) and Le Marronnier
(Onoratini and Combier 1995; cf. Henry-Gambier 2008). Excluding the St-Césaire remains
(also because of its problematic attribution to the Upper Palaeolithic (Bar-Yosef and Bordes
2010)) also allows us to focus only on Homo sapiens, in spite of evidence that Neanderthals
inhabited parts of Eurasia until about 28,000 Bp (Finlayson et al. 2006).

3. Burials: We consider only interments. There is good evidence that the range of UP mor-
tuary practices was much broader and likely also included secondary interments, relic use,
ritual defleshing and/or cannibalism, and the refashioning of body parts into ornaments or
vessels (Orschiedt 2002, Martini 2007, Pettitt 2010, Le Mort and Gambier 1991, Gambier and
Le Mort 1996, Henry-Gambier and White 2006, White 2007). Our focus on burials is based
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largely on the fact that they remain the most abundant class of evidence about UP mortuary
practices. Because burials are often associated with archaeological material, they also pro-
vide a window into correlations between these two facets of the palacoanthropological
record. Focusing on the materiality of the body and its context allows us to glean insights
into the social norms guiding the use of interments as one way to dispose of the dead (Nilsson
Stutz 2008).

These criteria led to the identification of a total of 109 burials comprising 151 individuals,
which indicates a fairly high incidence of multiple interments. However, only 85 of those
burials were retained as truly credible, dropping our sample to 117 individuals (Table 17.1).
Given the prevailing idea that Gravettian burials somehow differ qualitatively from more
recent ones, we also divided our sample into an ‘early’ (30-20 ky Bp) subset of 35 burials and a
‘late’ (20-10 ky BP) subset of 50 burials (Tables 17.1 and 17.2). These numbers of burials trans-
late into 61 individuals for the Early sample and 56 individuals for the Late sample. This indi-
cates that burials containing more than one individual were notably more common in the
Early sample.

ANALYSIS

General observations

Geographically, the distribution of our Early and Late samples shows that the latitudinal dis-
tribution of burials is comparable across the two samples. In contrast, the longitudinal dis-
tribution of Early burials is much greater, extending west-east from Portugal (Lagar Velho)
to Siberia (Mal'ta), whereas the Late sample is restricted to France, Germany, and Italy.
Figure 17.1 also highlights that only southwest France and the Italian regions of Liguria and
Puglia have yielded burials attributed to the two periods. Since most of Italy has yielded Late
but not Early burials, this pattern is unlikely simply to be an artefact of regional research his-
tories, a point reinforced by the fact that countries with rich histories of research (e.g. Spain)
have yielded no UP burials despite having a rich Mesolithic burial record (Arias et al. 2009).
Figure 17.1 therefore suggests that there was a dramatic contraction of the area in which
burial was practised after the end of the Gravettian. The Late sample also becomes consider-
ably denser over the more limited area over which it is distributed, with areas of Western
Europe devoid of Early burials looking as though they were somehow ‘backfilled’ by burial-
practising populations (e.g. central and northwestern Italy, parts of Germany).
Chronologically, Figure 17.2 shows that burials are present at least at low frequencies for
the entire Upper Palaeolithic after the Aurignacian. More noteworthy is the fact that burials
are clearly clustered in the Gravettian (c.28-20 ky BP) and the terminal UP (14-10 ky Bp). At
a continental scale, this echoes the suggestion that a similar clustering can be seen in the
Italian record, where very few inhumations date to the c.7,000-year interval separating the
clusters (Palma di Cesnola 1993, 2006). The continental trend, however, is very likely driven
by the numerical dominance of Italian burials in our sample (Tables 17.1 and 17.2), meaning
that this convergence is unlikely to be a coincidence. Based on Figure 17.2, it is warranted to
characterize burial as a behaviour documented throughout the Upper Palaeolithic, although
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@ Early Upper Paleolithic
A Late Upper Paleolithic

FIG. 171 Distribution of early (circles) and late Upper Palaeolithic (triangles) burials in
Eurasia

its conspicuous absence during the Aurignacian requires explanation by proponents of the
‘human revolution’ model (Mellars 2005).

The variation in the graphs that comprise Figure 17.2 also reveals that the term ‘burial’ can
be somewhat vague. Comparing the total number of buried individuals (Fig. 17.2(a) as
opposed to the number of sites with burials (Fig. 17.2(b)) shows that many sites have yielded
more than a single burial. Although not graphed, the total number of inhumations (i.e. indi-
vidual graves) also results in a slightly different pattern. It is therefore important to highlight
what is meant by the term ‘burial’ in any given context, as different figures can tell us differ-
ent things about Upper Palaeolithic mortuary practices.

We have already mentioned that the number of interments show two peaks, the main one
during the 31,250-28,750 cal. Bp interval, and a slightly more modest one between 13,750
11,250 cal. BR.! They are separated by over 15,000 calendar years which suggests the pattern is
not simply an artefact of time-vectored differential preservation where we would expect to
see a continuous increase in the frequency of burials as we move towards the present
(Surovell and Brantingham 2007, Surovell et al. 2009). While the absence of corroborating
palaeontological and geological data prevents us from ascertaining this (cf. Surovell et al.
2009), some very unusual preservation biases would have had to be at play to exclude human
intentionality as the driving factor.

The fact that both graphs show that sites containing burials and especially the number of
buried individuals are highest in the Gravettian suggests that burial was an important facet
of social life at that time. Combined with the geographical extent of EUP burials seen in
Figure 17.1, one might even be tempted to argue that burials represent a common cultural
feature of a far-flung population sharing certain social norms (Mussi et al. 2000).

Some interesting discrepancies emerge when the graphs are compared, however. First,
it is obvious that the number of sites containing burials severely underestimates the
number of buried individuals. This simply reflects the fact that burial sites often contain

! Unless otherwise mentioned, all calibrated dates used in this chapter were obtained using OxCal
4.01 IntCalog.
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FIG. 17.2 Distribution of burials over time

Notes: (a) Number of sites containing burials; (b) number of buried individuals.

more than a single buried individual. That said, the two figures do not co-vary directly.
Most obviously, the Gravettian is associated with many more buried individuals than the
Final Epigravettian, even though the number of early Gravettian burial sites is much
smaller. This indicates that multiple inhumations were more common in the Gravettian
than at the tail-end of the Palaeolithic, which may reflect changing views of personhood
and social relations as the Pleistocene was drawing to a close. The presence of these peaks
does, however, indicate that burial acquired greater prominence as a way to underscore
some of these norms.
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Some scholars have argued that the incidence of UP symbolic behaviour, especially
parietal and mobiliary art, was strongly related to climatic variability (Barton et al. 1994).
In this view, symbolic behaviour acted as a ‘social lubricant’ to facilitate interactions
between people as they aggregated in refugia during the Last Glacial Maximum (Gamble
1986,1999).

Since UP burials are usually agreed to be eminently symbolic in nature, a first step to
explain the peaks seen in Figure 17.2 would be to address this possibility. However, regres-
sions between the number of buried individuals and burial sites and variance in climatic
conditions show only statistically insignificant relationships? (climate data drawn from the
GRIP Ice Core; Blunier and Brook 2001). This allows us to rule out ‘symbolic lubrication’ as
an explanation for the changing incidence in burials over the course of the UP, in notable
contrast to Palaeolithic art.

In a way, this is completely unsurprising. After all, not all symbolic behaviours are the
same, and while parietal and mobiliary art was meant to publically broadcast social cues,
burials are starkly different in terms of their long-term visibility. On the one hand, depic-
tions could remain visible for millennia and, in the case of mobiliary art, they could also be
moved considerable distances. On the other, burials were inextricably associated with very
specific places and they were visible and recognizable for comparatively short periods of
time. In a way, burials can even be considered the ‘anti-Palaeolithic art’ since they were prob-
ably created and socially ‘consumed’ over comparatively short periods of time, dictated as
much by the need to dispose of bodies in short order as by the fact that their static nature
would have been at odds with the inherent mobility of Late Pleistocene hunter-gatherers.
Lastly, to the extent that an UP grave would/could have stayed visible for more than a genera-
tion, the direct knowledge of a buried individual’s identity and/or personal familiarity with
him or her would have rapidly disappeared from the collective memory that is essential to
give that grave its full meaning.

In fact, it is very rare to find burials associated with parietal art, and only 12.5% of LUP
graves may have been. This is in contrast to mobiliary art, which is fairly frequent in the bur-
ial context and would have disappeared from the public domain following burial. This rein-
forces the patterns discussed earlier, and then suggests that, as in contrast to Palaeolithic art,
one might even expect there to be a disconnect between climatic variability and burial fre-
quency. This therefore forces a revision of positions that interpret variation in the complexity
and frequency of burials in the Upper Palaeolithic as largely a response to climatic pressures
(Riel-Salvatore 2001).

Demographic Trends

We begin this section with a perfunctory analysis of the age and sex profiles of buried indi-
viduals in both periods to evaluate whether the conclusions of earlier studies are borne out
with our more complete data set. In terms of sex, individuals for whom a determination is
available indicate a 3.6 (18:5) male-to-female ratio in the EUP, compared with only 1.46 (19:13)

? The statistics for the regressions between number of ‘burials’ and variance in temperature are as
follow: for individuals, r = 0.20, p = 0.55; and for sites, r = 0.21, p = 0.53. Running comparable regressions
for the EUP and LUP samples independently yields similarly statistically insignificant relationships.
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in the LUP. This confirms the view that females were almost as likely to be buried as males in
the LUP, but almost three times less so in the EUP.

Turning to age, the individuals were categorized as infants (o-2 years), juveniles (2-12
years), teens (12-18 years), and adults (18+ years). While the EUP and LUP samples contain
comparable numbers of individuals, they show some clear differences. Although it is clear
that adults were buried more often than other age groups, a more thorough inspection reveals
that non-adults are much more frequent in the EUP than in the LUP (45% vs 32%, respec-
tively). If the Predmosti data are excluded (due to their unusual accumulation history), non-
adults account for almost half (48.9%) of all EUP interred individuals. Most strikingly,
however, the adult-to-infant ratio in the EUP is 4.27 (or 8, if Predmosti is excluded), while in
the LUP the ratio is of 19 adults for every infant, a dramatic difference indeed.

Proportionally, many more infants were buried in the EUP than in the LUP. The meaning
of this pattern needs to be contextualized. Before stating that infants were only very rarely
selected for burial in the LUP, other potential explanations for a lack of deceased infants
must be first be ruled out. For instance, while several authors have noted that Mousterian
burials include proportionally many more infants than Gravettian burials, what this means
continues to be debated (Riel-Salvatore and Clark 2001, Zilhdo and Trinkaus 2002, Zilhdo
2005). Some see this difference as indicating a difference in the age at which an individual
was considered a person and, therefore, an integral part of the social group (Zilhdo 2005).
On the other hand, we tend to see the discrepancy in dead infants between the two periods
as most likely to result from decreased infant mortality in the Gravettian as a result of a
greater dependence on plant foods and small game (Riel-Salvatore 2010). At the risk of
sounding gruesome, our view is that you can't bury dead babies if you don’t have dead
babies to bury in the first place. Considering the increased reliance on plants and small
game in the LUP relative to the EUP (e.g. Stiner and Kuhn 2006), we feel that this more pro-
saic perspective is a more parsimonious explanation for the difference in infant-to-adult
ratios in the burials of the two periods.

Of course, other interpretations of the high frequency of infants in the EUP record cannot
be dismissed out of hand. Their relevance needs to be evaluated against the record, however.
In other words, while it is certainly possible that EUP infants entered the burial record as
part of rites reflecting infanticide or concerns about purification etc., we prefer for the
moment to remain wary of inferring too much about such considerations in the absence of
solid supporting data. After all, it is also possible that their prevalence reflects situational
decisions that bear little to no resemblance to ethnographically documented practices, even
if we could feel safe in reconstructing social norms on such a small, patchily distributed, and
heterogeneous sample of interments. Thus, at this time, taking a materialist perspective on
the issue seems to be the safest starting point for a critical evaluation of that unquestionably
distinctive facet of the EUP mortuary record.

That said, regardless of the ultimate explanation for the low number of infants in our sam-
ple, the fact that they were at least occasionally buried in both periods does indicate that the
death of a young child would have been traumatic enough to some Palaeolithic societies to
warrant burying them, much like older members of their societies. The fact that, in most
cases (except Predmosti for which details are sadly lacking), UP infants were buried with
ornaments suggests to us that they were definitely considered to be, if not members of the
societies into which they were born (discussed later), at least socially important enough for
parents to feel the need to mark their loss with such socially significant objects.

0001823556.INDD 328 @ 12/17/2012 2:24:40 PM



[OUP UNCORRECT$) PROOF - FIRST PROOF, 12/17/2012, SPi

UPPER PALAEOLITHIC EURASIA 329

Burial Context

Multiple burials are found in both periods. But while the EUP is associated with 26 individ-
ual as opposed to 8 multiple burials, the LUP is associated with 43 individual and only 7 mul-
tiple burials. This dimension again indicates a very clear distinction between the two periods,
with multiple burials being relatively twice as common in the EUP. As for the age and sex
patterns discussed above, this can’t be explained as a result of differential survival. It there-
fore is possible that the prevalence of multiple burials in the EUP reflects significant differ-
ences in the social norms that structured burial practices between the early and later phases
of the Upper Palaeolithic.

Formicola (2007) has cogently argued that multiple deaths are unlikely to have been com-
mon enough in the UP for these occurrences to be completely natural. This means either that
specific people were put to death to accompany some deceased individuals, or that burials
‘lived’ in the collective social mind long enough for individuals to be buried alongside
already dead relatives, however defined. Anthropologie de terrain has much to offer to resolve
some of these questions (Duday et al. 1990). However, since fine-grained contextual infor-
mation is lacking for most UP burials, it is currently hard if not impossible adequately to
address this question. Nonetheless, the preponderance of pathological individuals (and per-
haps juveniles) included in many multiple burials and also noted by Formicola (2007) needs
to be accounted for in any future consideration of multiple UP burials.

As concerns the context of UP burials, our sample indicates that 49/61 EUP and 28/56
LUP buried individuals are associated with evidence of a burial pit. Given the standards of
documentation at the time most burials were found, it is likely that some of this evidence has
been inferred indirectly from the inclusion of multiple individuals within a single grave. This
is especially true for the Predmosti mass grave.

As for the type of sites in which burials were found, 42/61 of EUP individuals were found
in open-air contexts (23/42 if Predmosti is excluded), compared to only 4/56 in the LUP.
While this might appear to be a significant and behaviourally meaningful difference, in real-
ity, it is a reflection of the geology of the different regions in which EUP and LUP interments
are concentrated. For example, EUP open-air burials come mainly from Moravia and the
Russian Plain, where extensive karstic systems are rare or non-existent. In contrast, LUP
burials are concentrated in Italy and France, where caves and rockshelters are common.
However, Italy also comprises a large number of open-air UP sites (Palma di Cesnola 1993).
This suggests that, where caves exist, sepulchral activity may have been concentrated prefer-
entially in those settings. As a result, it is impossible to attribute any significance to the differ-
ences in site-setting preference between the two phases of the UP. If anything, the high
frequency of open-air EUP burial sites raises the question of why Moravia and the Russian
Plain have not yielded any LUP burials.

Grave Goods: Ochre, Ornaments, and Other Things

The presence of ochre and grave goods is often argued to be a diagnostic feature of UP buri-
als. Our sample vindicates this, though they are less frequent in the LUP. Given how difficult
it can be to attribute ornaments to individuals in multiple interments, for this section we use
inhumations as our unit of analysis. Ornaments are present in 25/35 (~71%) of EUP burials
and 16/50 (~32%) of LUP burials, while ochre is associated with 26/35 (~74%) of EUP burials
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and 25/50 (~50%) of LUP burials. Thus, ornaments and ochre are notably more frequent in
the EUP than in the LUP, even if they are not present in all EUP burials. This means that
equating UP burials with lots of ochre and ornaments is an overstatement of the evidence,
especially for the LUP. Even in the EUP, Table 17.1 indicates that burials from a single site can
be extremely variable in terms of their association with ochre and ornaments.

Turning to the symbolic nature of these grave goods, while ochre can be fairly securely
associated with mortuary ritual, whether ornaments are de facto grave goods has never been
demonstrated. In other words, while some the ornaments associated with some UP burials
(specifically the ones from Sungir) likely represent grave goods, it also is possible that many
ornaments found in graves were actually worn in daily life rather than being offerings manu-
factured specifically for the deceased. Ornaments can still be meaningful grave inclusions
even if they do not represent grave goods per se, for instance if they were meant to be taken
out of social circulation from the society in which they were worn in life. Determining this,
however, requires an assessment of whether they were used as ornaments during the life of a
buried individual.

Ornaments are most abundant—and therefore most likely to represent grave goods—in
Gravettian burials, and they can help answer whether the ornaments found in burials clearly
differ from those most likely to have been worn in daily life. Table 17.3 synthesizes the availa-
ble data about the number of beads and their placement on the body. Figure 17.3 (left) shows
the proportional importance of adornments on given anatomical regions, and demonstrates
that most ornaments were worn on the upper part of the body, especially on the head (38%),
neck/torso (17%), and arms (14%). The shading reflecting presence/absence of ornaments on
given adorned body part (ABP) in Table 17.3 shows the same overall trend (see also Fig. 17.3
(right)). There is in fact a very strong and statistically significant relationship between the
proportional frequency of an ABP and the proportion of total beads associated with that
ABP (2 =0.90, p = 0.046).

There is, however, a disparity between the proportion of all beads found on given ABPs
and how frequently these body parts were decorated. For instance, while the head accounts
for 37.3% of all ABPs, fully 69.8% of all beads in our sample are found on that body part. In
contrast, the neck/torso accounts for 16.9% of all ABPs and 17% of all beads. This means that,
on average, head ornamentation was almost twice as elaborate as that for the torso, and much
more so than any other ABP (Table 17.3). This observation stands in sharp contrast to the
general Western tendency of confining our interpretation of bead use as part of ornaments
draped around the neck (Dubin 1987: 17). This, then, lends empirical support to prior argu-
ments that Gravettian ornaments were preferentially located on the upper body (Gamble
1999, Mussi 2001, Henry-Gambier 2008). It also supports the idea that ornaments were pref-
erentially located on parts of the body that were easiest to see at a distance, and thus best
suited to effectively visually broadcasting social information in an emblemic manner (cf.
Wiessner 1983, Barton et al. 1994). Other considerations, such as climate, certainly affected
the prevalence of headwear in the Upper Palaeolithic. However, the fact that such ornaments
are found from the Russian Plain to southern Italy throughout that interval suggests to us
that we are, in fact, dealing with an intentional selection of the upper body as a preferred
location for ornamentation during that time.

That said, most buried Gravettian individuals were wearing few (usually one) orna-
ments, which varied considerably in terms of their richness. In fact, 23 of the 27 buried
individuals wearing ornaments had beads associated with the head or the neck/torso
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FIG. 17.3 Frequency charts of all adorned body parts (left) and total proportion of beads on
each body part (right)

area. On one level, this pattern provides circumstantial support for the idea that these
ornaments were used in Gravettian daily life. That is because buried individuals had cer-
tainly finished with broadcasting social information at a distance, which means that there
was no necessary reason to position grave ornaments the same way as during life. In fact,
it is perhaps not a coincidence that, of the four individuals found with no ornaments on
the head or neck/torso, three are also the only ones to have been found with ornaments
on the pelvis (i.e. Dolni Vestonice 16, Krems-Wachtberg 1A, and Paviland 1). It is likely
that these represent ‘true’ grave goods, unlikely to have been used in more prosaic con-
texts. The Epigravettian double burial from Grotte des Enfants found with a ‘blanket’ of
shells over the pelvic area of the deceased may represent a LUP analogue (Henry-Gambier
2001). Importantly, this idea is amenable to direct testing by looking at the wear patterns
of beads found in burials.

Of course, many of the burials discussed here were excavated over a century ago using
fairly coarse recovery methods. However, the bead count and ABP patterns for burials exca-
vated before and after 1970 are broadly similar (Fig. 17.4), which suggests that our conclu-
sions about the nature of ornamentation in UP burials are likely correct.

In sum, it is clear that the widespread idea that the majority of Gravettian burials were
richly adorned distorts reality, based as it is on rare but striking instances of sumptuous
ornamentation (e.g. Sungir, Brno). The rarity and overall sobriety of most ornaments,
and the fact that most were likely worn by interred individuals before their death, suf-
fice to undermine that received wisdom. Additionally, the data indicate that many indi-
viduals left the world of the living with few if any durable ornaments made by members
of their society to mark that departure, a situation that was is in fact the norm in the
LUP.

Other possible grave goods are also often claimed to be common in UP burials. In this
case, bone and stone tools are much more frequent in the EUP (48.6% of burials) than in the
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FIG. 17.4 ABP and bead count per body part for burials found before (top) and after

(bottom) 1970

Notes: Before 1970 (top): n = 15; after 1970 (bottom): n = 12.

LUP (22%), though it is often hard to establish whether their inclusion was intentional or
fortuitous (e.g. as part of the fill). The same applies to many faunal remains, which are found
in about a third of all burials throughout the UP (34.3% of EUP burials, 34% of LUP). Other
types of potential grave goods (including ivory spears, bone discs, and bdtons de commande-
ment among many others) are associated with just over one-quarter of all burials in both
periods (28.6% EUP, 26% LUP). Such objects are therefore rare occurrences in UP burials
(especially as compared to ochre and ornaments), which again stands in contrast to one-

size-fits-all descriptions of UP burials.
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DiscussioN AND CONCLUSIONS

It should be clear at this point that, contrary to widespread perception, it is almost impossi-
ble to define a ‘typical’ UP burial, or even one from the EUP or LUP. This is all the more note-
worthy given the small sample size under consideration. This difficulty stems from three
main causes. First, the patchy spatio-temporal distribution of burials makes it hard to com-
pare them directly as manifestations of a common behaviour. Second, several sites and
regions dominate both the EUP and LUP samples. This means that any trends in the UP
funerary record are unlikely to reflect widespread cultural conventions as opposed to pat-
terns limited to specific points in time and space. Third, even multiple burials from a single
site show a great deal of internal variability. That is, there was little in the way of stereotyped
burial norms that can be identified at most of these sites.

Since, as we have argued, many of the personal ornaments found in UP burials are likely to
represent items worn in life, even regions such as Liguria, characterized by an apparent mor-
tuary cannon revolving around personal ornaments, become analytically fuzzier when other
dimensions of the record need to be emphasized. Likewise, empirical data now strongly
undermine the common assumption that UP burials represent simply another form of sym-
bolic behaviour whose expression and intensity fluctuated in response to climatic variation
before, during, and after the Last Glacial Maximum.

We think that underscoring the peculiarities of the UP burial record is crucial to figuring
out how best to analyse that class of evidence. Specifically, the observations derived from
our sample can be used as baseline empirical parameters to develop questions most likely to
yield new insights about the place and significance of burials in the lives of UP foragers. For
one thing, they should encourage future research on burials to be based on more regionally
focused approaches. Likewise, since burials operate symbolically at visual and social scales
quite distinct from those of other forms of UP symbolism, another focus of study should be
what made burial-rich loci significant for their inhabitants, and how that social significance
articulates with others spheres of life, such as subsistence and land-use strategies. This
would help us move beyond describing regional mortuary conventions, and towards
attempting to reconstruct the belief system implicit in grave-specific features.

An example of this might be to ask what led people to select the Grotta delle Arene
Candide as a burial ground used for over 1,000 years in two discrete phases during the Final
Epigravettian (Cardini 1980, Formicola et al. 2005). This site is striking for having yielded the
remains of over 15 individuals, many of which were recovered in elaborate graves (Cardini
1980), and for having been within sight of the coast throughout the UP and flanked by a large
dune of white sand that made it conspicuously visible from a distance (Bietti and Molari
1994, Cassoli 1980). In terms of the ritual evidence, there is strong evidence that later burials
showed a measure of respect for the skeletons from disturbed earlier burials (Cardini 1980,
Formicola et al. 2005). The use of the site as a burial locality played out against a background
of decreased health and stature of its occupants relative to earlier periods (Formicola and
Holt 2007), and of the fact that Liguria is associated with clear evidence for subsistence stress
in the LUP (Stiner et al. 2000, Stiner and Kuhn 2006). Taken together, these factors suggest
the site was very probably a key point on a landscape peopled by a growing population of
decreasingly mobile hunter-gatherers who put considerable pressure on both coastal and

0001823556.INDD 335 @ 12/17/2012 2:24:40 PM



|OUP UNCORRECTED PROOF - FIRST F@)OF, 12/17/2012, SPi

336  HUMAN EXPERIENCE ACROSS CULTURAL CONTEXTS

inland resources (Francalacci 1989). As such, maybe it is an early example of a group’s social
investment in a landmark to reinforce its long-standing attachment and privileged access to
that area and the resources within it (Saxe 1970, 1971, Goldstein 1981, Charles and Buikstra
1983, Littleton and Allen 2007). In that sense, it may have echoed some of the behaviour
documented in the cemeteries of some other complex hunter-gatherer groups (e.g. Carr
1995, Schulting 1995). Even if this interpretation proves to be unsupported by future research,
it atleast provides a coherent framework within which to study the site itself as a component
of Epigravettian settlement dynamics and to assign meaning to the variability documented
between the individual burials it has yielded.

In conclusion, we propose that studies of UP burials as an en bloc phenomenon are
unlikely to shed much useful light on forager lifeways between c.30-10,000 BP. If any-
thing, the available data suggest that, overall, the average UP burial was a fairly sober
affair, a far cry from the exceptional cases like Sungir that nonetheless continue to domi-
nate the narrative, both in the scientific and lay literature. It is difficult to draw firm con-
clusions about the nature, form, and meaning of UP burials because the total sample is
extremely small, especially considering the area and time they span. Add to that the fact
that many burials are clustered in specific sites dating to very narrow time intervals, and
it becomes clear that individual sites drive many of the patterns that can be gleaned from
the record. Of course, it is necessary to periodically review and update the corpus of
known interments so that researchers can discuss the issue with accurate information.
However, at this point in the history of Palaeolithic research, we think the impetus of cur-
rent studies of the UP funerary record should not be to try to identify general trends in
the record. Instead, we should be focusing on teasing out information about the socio-
ritual and economic contexts of burials; trying to understand how they articulate with
other forms of mortuary ritual; and reconstructing what they and the sites/landscapes
they were embedded in represent in terms of the lived realities of the groups that buried,
consumed, and remembered them.
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In this book, Binant compiles general characteristics of all Upper Palaeolithic burials found
before 1991. Each burial is covered separately, with basic information such as the presence/
absence of ornaments, ochre, etc.
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This paper focuses on multiple burials found in the European Upper Palaeolithic and suggests
that certain pathological individuals might have been treated differently from the rest of
society during life and death, maybe being preferentially targeted for burial over others. It
provides a provocative take on multiple burials in that period.

Formicola, V., Pettitt, P. B., Maggi, R., and Hedges, R. 2005. Tempo and Mode of Formation of
the Late Epigravettian Necropolis of Arene Candide Cave (Italy): Direct Radiocarbon
Evidence. Journal of Archaeological Science 32: 1598-602.

An analysis presenting dates for multiple individuals buried in the Epigravettian ‘necropolis’ of
the Arene Candide. The authors show that the cave was used during two distinct phases, but
that even over that c.1,000-year span, burial conventions changed little, lending credence to
ideas about long-term cultural norms in this facet of life at the end of the Palaeolithic.

Giacobini, G., 2007. Richness and Diversity of Burial Rituals in the Upper Paleolithic. Diogenes
54(2): 19-39.

A review of the evidence for Upper Palaeolithic burials in Italy. It provides an overview of the
burials and what they contain, along with generalizations about regional patterns.

Harrold, E B.1980. A Comparative Analysis of Eurasian Paleolithic Burials. World Archaeology
12: 195-211.

This is one of the first comprehensive surveys of Palaeolithic burials. He uses general charac-
teristics to infer the presence of general ritual practices across time and space, emphasizing
differences between the Mousterian and the Upper Palaeolithic as a whole.

May, F. 1986. Les sépultures préhistoriques: étude critique. Paris: Editions du Centre National de
la Recherche Scientifique [in French].

In this book-length review, May quotes and translates important information given on burials
found before the 1980s. She also draws some links based on similarities and differences
found in certain burials.

Pettitt, P. B. 2010. The Palaeolithic Origins of Human Burial. New York: Routledge.

A book-length review of the evidence for mortuary behaviour from the Lower to the Upper
Palaeolithic. It provides a general introduction to the evidence for burial, which is comple-
mented with that for other potential types of pre-agricultural mortuary evidence.

Riel-Salvatore, J., and Clark, G. A. 2001. Grave Markers: Middle and Early Upper Paleolithic
Burials and the Use of Chronotypology in Contemporary Paleolithic Research. Current
Anthropology 42(4): 449-79.

A comparison of the evidence for burial in the Middle and Early Upper Palaeolithic, which
emphasizes that if the same criteria are applied to both periods, we must conclude that
intentional burial was either present or absent in both periods.

Zilhdo, ]. 2005. Burial Evidence for the Social Differentiation of Age Classes in the Early Upper
Palaeolithic. In: D. Vialou, . Renault-Miskovsky, and M. Patou-Mathis (eds.) Comportements
des Hommes du Paléolithique Moyen et Supérieur en Europe: Territoires et Milieux : Actes du
Colloque du GDR 1945 du CNRS, Paris, 8-10 janvier 2003. Liége: Etudes et Recherches
Archéologiques de I'Université de Liege 111: 231-41.

A review of Early Mousterian, Late Mousterian, and Gravettian burials that focuses on the
demographic dimension of the buried. The study shows that fewer infants were buried in the
Gravettian than in earlier periods, suggesting that a different conception of personhood
might have characterized that period relative to that found in the Mousterian.

Zilhao, J., and E. Trinkaus. 2002. Social Implications. In: J. Zilhdo and E. Trinkaus (eds.)
Portrait of the Artist as a Child, the Gravettian Human Skeleton from the Abrigo do
Lagar Velho and its Archaeological Context. Lisbon: Instituto Portugués de Arqueologia:

519-41.
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This book provides extensive coverage of the archaeological context in which the child of Lagar
Velho was buried. It also places this burial in its prehistoric context with a quick reviewing
of other contemporaneous burials.
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